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The Ekklesia
" The general assembly1 and church of the Firstborn
who are enrolled in heaven” ~ Hebrews 12:23 ~

Structure
I would like to use this opening essay not to introduce my subject matter per
se,2 but rather to attempt to communicate what has motivated me to write
these essays.
At this writing, it has been more than 40 years ago that I received the Spirit
of Christ and became a member of the Body of Christ. For the past number
of years, I have found myself living the Christian life in a very "unstructured"
way with regards to collective gatherings. By this I mean that I am not
actively involved in a humanly structured expression of the Body of Christ in
my locality.
At the outset, I would like to try to briefly, but as clearly as possible,
communicate the distinction I am making between "structured" and
"unstructured" expressions of the Body of Christ: By "structured", I mean
1

Some translations link the “general assembly” with the “angels” in v. 22. I prefer this rendering based on
Vine’s Expositoty Dictionary of Biblical Words: “paneguris, Strong’s # 3831, is coupled with the word
‘church’ (ekklesia, Strong’s # 1577), as applied to all believers who form the body of Christ.” Both Greek
words refer to gatherings of citizens for the purpose of discussing and celebrating the affairs of the state.
2
I introduce the subject matter of this series in the essay, "Elements of Worship".
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humanly organized. This is not to say that what the Spirit of God organizes
is literally "unstructured". Everything created by God has structure –
beautiful structure. That is the quintessential point: What is humanly
structured is limited. What is structured by God can be as simple or complex
as He needs it to be for His purpose. I must add two things here: Firstly, that
which God structures cannot be discerned by humans apart from the
revelation of the Spirit of God.3 Secondly, while what God has created is
clearly recorded in His word – pertinent to our subject matter here, the Body
of Christ – it is never-the-less a mystery - that is, something which needs to
be revealed. Without revelation, we understand what we read in the
scriptures according to our human experience. This is all we have to work
with without revelation from the Spirit of God. Namely, the structure of the
Body of Christ we think we see recorded in the New Testament is more
beautiful and more complex than what we can see and understand without
revelation from the Spirit of God. God's thoughts and ways are beyond ours
– higher than ours4 – therefore what He creates has a structure which is
beyond human conception, beyond human perception, beyond human
imagination, beyond human comprehension – without revelation from the
Spirit of God.5 This applies to what is written in the New Testament about
the Body of Christ. It is a mistake to assume one can understand the written
word of God without the understanding given by the Spirit of God. Science
can "read" the human body even down to the nuclear level, yet there is still
3

1 Corinthians 2:11
Isaiah 55:8-9
5
1 Corinthians 2:9
4
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much about the human body science doesn't understand. We can easily
read the God-inspired words of the New Testament, yet we cannot possibly
understand the structure and working of the Body of Christ without the
revelation of the Spirit of Christ.
So, suffice to say, by "structured", I mean humanly organized. And –
PLEASE NOTE – every time I use the term "unstructured" in these essays, I
mean not humanly organized, but Spirit-structured. By "structured" I mean a

given group of local Christians who meet regularly at given times in given
places. I am not involved with such a group. By "unstructured" I mean the
Body of Christ which exists in my locality but is not identified with a given
name and not meeting regularly at given times in given places. I am

involved with such, as led by the Spirit of God. I am, in fact, also actively
involved with the Body of Christ regionally, nationally, and internationally –
but as led by the Spirit (rather than in a humanly structured way). I've
chosen my words carefully to try to accurately describe the expression of
my Christian life at this time. More explanation is needed, but I think the
reader understands and knows others just like me – it is a growing number.
The motivation behind this writing is not to "defend" such a lifestyle – I
believe others have done a good job of that.6 My motivation is rather to
"explain" to myself (and others) the what, why, and how of such a lifestyle,
as well as, to better understand what God desires for me in His decision to
6

For example, in these essays, I will be referring to the writing of Stan Firth in his "Custom and Command".
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lead me in this way. My desire is to better understand this leading of the
Spirit of God which has led me into more understanding of certain passages
of scripture, as well as, much research into areas of biblical and church
history.
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Journey
I think a little personal history of my spiritual journey may also be beneficial
in explaining my motivation for writing these essays: In the past 40 years,
I've served the Lord in various ways – as a worship leader, a pastor, a
missionary, an equipping teacher, an office administrator, a custodian, a
writer, et al. I've done so in both denominational and non-denominational
groups, in the USA and abroad, in “structured” and in “unstructured”
settings.
From the beginning of my spiritual journey, one of the dominant theological
influences on my perspective of ministry and mission has been the concept
of "restoration' – that is, " period(s) of restoration of all things about
which God spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets from ancient time",7 as
well as, a restoration of the faith and practice of the Early Church.8 Today, I
continue to look for a restoration of “apostolicity”. But, whereas I looked for
the restoration of apostolic faith and practice, today I look for apostolic faith
– “the apostles’ teaching”9, but not necessarily all of what was apostolic
practice. One of the points I am hoping to make in these essays is this:
Most of us have this picture of Church history … We assume the first
century Church worshipped in spirit and truth, but then at the end of the first
7

Acts 3:21
Viz. The Church recorded in the New Testament – the Church of the first century – the Apostolic period.
9
Acts 2:42
8

A New & Living Way: The Ekklesia
William Furioso ~ ACTpublications (2018) ~ www.AtChristsTable.org

8

century, Christians began to fall back into various man-made customs,
traditions, and organization under the influence of various church fathers
and Constantine. And then these man-made customs, traditions and
organization continued to increase throughout all Church history – right up
to contemporary times. That is the picture painted by almost all
presentations of church history, including the ones used in support of the
Restoration movements, House Church movements and Organic Church
movements. That this is true of the second century and third centuries and
beyond is without dispute. What I am questioning is the validity of the
assumption that the FIRST CENTURY Church worshiped in spirit and truth.
While I agree that there was a severe spiritual decline after the apostolic
period, I however do not believe that the apostolic Church had reached
perfection within first century. Can we really say that they had perfected
worship in spirit and truth?
In these essays, I am suggesting that under the influence of "the elemental
principles of the world", the first century Church, generally speaking, never
moved beyond their Jewish Roots; and that, along with the Gentile
churches, continued in these "elemental principles of the world".
Consequently, the man-made customs, traditions and organization simply
continued on into the second and third centuries and beyond. Whereas, in
the New Testament times, the "elemental principles of the world" manifested
as "Jewish Roots" – specifically continuing in the shadow of the law AFTER
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CHRIST MADE THE LAW OBSOLETE (Hebrews 8:13); these same
"elemental principles of the world" can also be identified now in other terms
– such as “ritualism”, "religious idolatry", "human-organization", “the
Babylonian church system", and "the world system".10
With regards to structural settings, I have served in both "old wineskins" and
"new wine skins", so to speak.11 For many years, I tried laboring in the "old
wine skins" with hopes of "reformation". I came to realize a few things about
"old wineskin" groups:
Ø You cannot turn an old wineskin into a new wineskin. And while all
things are possible with God, He never intended to and never will turn
an old wineskin into a new wineskin.12 His thoughts and ways are
different from ours.13
Ø The Lord loves and meets with those who are His who happen to be
sitting in those old wineskins for the whatever their reasons. And I
learned that, if I was going to truly serve the Lord, I would have to be
willing to do the same14 – that is, love those whom He loves.
Ø I learned that those old wineskins can be, to some degree, containers
of "the beauty of the Lord"15 – that is, works God has wrought in
10

We will also be discussing a less familiar term coined by Jacques Ellul – "Technique" – which very much
characterizes the contemporary church.
11
Cf. Matthew 9:16-17; Mark 2:21-22; Luke 5:37-39. Cf. "Radical Renewal: The Problem of Wineskins
Today", Howard A. Snyder.
12
Cf. Hebrews 8:13. Indeed, the whole of the Book of Hebrews demonstrates this principle in God's
providence.
13
Isaiah 55:8
14
1 Corinthians 9:19-23
15
Psalm 27:4
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history. Even today, I can attend a "worship service"16 in a
"conventional" church and be blessed with God's word and Spirit.
Ø People remain in old wineskin churches because they are satisfied
there. What is indicated in Jesus' parable – that the old wine is
"better"17 - is true, in the sense that, if you are "wanting your needs
met", you will probably be more socially and emotionally satisfied in an
old wineskin church. "Meeting people's' needs" is not necessarily a
goal of a new wineskin group, but it is the expressed goal of most old
wineskin groups.
Some things I've learned about "new wineskin" groups:
Ø An underlying issue of why people leave an old wineskin group in
search of a "new wineskin" group may be the desire for continual
spiritual growth and maturity. To say, "I out-grew that", I think would be
a fairly accurate way of communicating why I desired to go beyond the
old wineskins.
Ø I think another underlying issue is "calling": Old wine may "taste
better", but somebody has to be working on some new wine, or we will
eventually "run out of wine", so to speak. More accurately, God must
continue moving forward in His purpose. Some people are "pioneers" –
who like to get in on the "ground floor" of the work. They may even

16

I have intentionally placed this questionable term in quotation marks, since defining worship – "in Spirit and
truth" – is the goal of these essays.
17
Luke 5:39
11
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have the apostolic and prophetic calling to lay foundations for the next
expression of the kingdom in their generation18.
Thus, for many years, I then tried laboring in the various types of "new
wineskins" with the hopes of participating in the "Restoration". Suffice to
say, after many years of repeatedly experiencing blessing turning to
dissipation, today, I would refer to so-called "new wineskin" groups as also
being merely "conventional".19 I am now using the term "conventional" to
mean specifically groups which have a "collective identity" (if not a group
name) and meet regularly at given times and places.
And, in this category, I am also including groups which would identify
themselves as "house churches" - if, in fact, they meet regularly at given
times and places.
Even after emigrating from "conventional" environments – old and new - I
have never been able to fully identify with most of the "house church
movements"20. The reasons are:
Ø I often do not share in their reasons for leaving the "conventional"
churches. I perceive their reasons to be often more social than
spiritual.

18

Cf. Ephesians 2:20; 1 Corinthians 3:10-11; 12:28.
Many seem to prefer the term "institutional" churches.
20
In using the term "house church movement" I am including many groups that identify themselves as
"organic" or "simple" churches.
19
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Ø I often do not agree with aspects of their faith and practice as "house
churches". While belonging to a "denomination" is no insurance
against unsound doctrine, neither is belonging to a house church. As
the apostles warned, it is plain to see that unsound doctrine always
has been, and is on the rise.21
Ø Most often, house church meetings are merely smaller reproductions
of "conventional" "worship services". The Body of Christ lives and
grows from the life-flow of the Spirit of Christ. So, while the meetings of
many of these groups may provide opportunity for so-called "body
ministry", the mere opportunity for everyone to "have their say" usually
doesn't result in the life-flow of the Spirit of Christ to "perfect" the
saints22. Most so-called "organic" groups allege that by simply
gathering in the name of Jesus - without leaders - in the church
meeting, allowing each person present the freedom to share, will result
in the life-flow of the Spirit of Christ. This is a faulty and unfortunate
assumption. I am inclined to think that those who say and write such
things either have no actual experience in authentic body ministry or
cannot actually discern the Spirit of Christ.
Ø I cannot identify with house church movements that intentionally ignore
scripture and do not recognize the leadership ministries and also the
"ascension gift" ministries Jesus desires to serve His Body.23

21

Acts 20:29; 1 Timothy 4:1; 2 Timothy 4:2-4; 2 Peter 3:3; Jude 1:18.
Cf. Ephesians 4:11-16
23
Ephesians 4:10-12; Cf. 1 Corinthians 12:28
22
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Ø While I fully understand and identify with their desire for deeper
fellowship with Christ, more authentic fellowship with another, and for
the freedom to function more fully as the Body of Christ through the
exercise of their spiritual gifts as a "priesthood of all believers", etc., in
my assessment, the commission to make disciples of Christ is still not
being accomplished in most house church settings.
Ø I don't perceive their "new" or "re-imaged" practice of church life to be
producing anything essentially different from the "conventional" groups.
What I mean specifically is this: Even though they may use the terms
like "organic" and "life of Christ", I don't perceive the realities of such
being produced in their midst.24
Do I perceive those realities in my personal spiritual life? Yes. Do I perceive
those realities in relationship with other people? Yes – but with relatively few
other people. I must admit, that used to, but no longer, “bothers” me. But,
what does continue to concern me is this: If, in fact, "conventional" groups
are failing to meet the Lord's desires as revealed in His word and by His
Spirit; and if, in fact, house churches are also failing to meet the Lord's
desires as revealed in His word and by His Spirit, what am I doing – what
am I participating in – which is any different? Is my "unstructured" Christian
lifestyle meeting the Lord's desires as revealed in His word and by his
Spirit? Am I participating in the purpose of God moving forward? These
24

I am not alone in these perspectives: See Wayne Jacobson's article "House Church isn't the Answer", and
Frank Viola's article, " Why I’m Not Involved in 'Organic Church' (For Now) & Why You Can’t Find One".
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things haunt me. I cannot ignore them. The need to answer these questions
is the motivation behind these essays.
Also: Regarding the spiritual realities I experience in my personal life and in
relationship with "relatively few other people" - I don't know how to make
that happen with “crowds of other people”. I must admit that. This too
“bothers” me. But I realize that Jesus said HE would take care of the
building of His Church.25 And I must endeavor to know and understand how
to do what He commissioned me to do – namely, make disciples of Christ.26
These essays are exercises in knowing and understanding this commission
in light of the New Covenant.

25
26

Matthew 16:18
Matthew 28:19-20
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Perception
At this time, the Church Jesus is building seems to be – I'll use the word
"elusive". I've personally been waiting to see certain things for more than 40
years. We are hoping to see an increasing number of local fellowships
looking like what we think we see in the New Testament. I use the phrase,
"what we think we see", because, without revelatory understanding from the
Spirit of God, our understanding of scripture - that is, the images we
envision when we read the words – what we are expecting to see – is based
on our previous experience. It must be – we have nothing else to base it on.
Unless we receive revelatory understanding from the Spirit of God, we are
expecting to see something like what we have already seen. But, God is
doing that which is "exceeding abundant above and beyond what we can
think or imagine".27 What God is doing, "eye has not seen, ear has not
heard, and hasn't entered into the imagination what God has prepared".28
Wanting to see that "elusive" New Testament church here in the physical
realm, our expectations have been continually disappointed.
What we must understand is that "God is Spirit and we must worship Him in
spirit". The "true circumcision" has no confidence in the flesh, but worships
God in the spirit".29 The church that Jesus is building is IN THE SPIRIT. We
must have revelatory understanding from the Spirit of God to see it and be
27

1 Corinthians 3:20
1 Corinthians 2:9
29
Philippians 3:3
28
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it. It is just like the kingdom: You must be "born of the Spirit" to see it and
enter into it.30
The scripture speaks of this same phenomenon when it says: "now we do
not yet see all things subjected to (Man)", BUT WE SEE JESUS.31 So too,
the Body of Christ seems "elusive", BUT WE CAN "SEE" JESUS. How do
we see Jesus? Where is He? IN THE SPIRIT. I purport that it is the same
with the Body of Christ. The Body must be spiritually discerned. And one
cannot spiritually "discern the Body,"32 until one spiritually discerns the Head
– that is, has revelation of the mystery of Christ. "For even as the Body is
one, and yet has many members, … SO ALSO IS CHRIST."33 The Body is
like Christ. Spiritual revelation of the mystery of Christ is absolutely
indispensable for being the Church.34 In fact, the Church is essentially and
primarily IN THE SPIRIT, yet being manifest through the lives of each of the
members of Christ's Body. This too is something that will be investigated in
these essays. So, as we move through these essays, let us together pursue
revelation of Jesus and relationship with Jesus. The reflection of Jesus will
become visible as the Lord desires. Let us leave the manifestation of His
Body to Him who said He would build His Church.35
30

John 3:3-6
Hebrews 2:8-9
32
1 Corinthians 11:29
33
1 Corinthians 12:12
34
I have written at length about these things in other essays – e.g. “Christ Is Pre-Requisite for Church”. For a
complimentary .pdf copy, Email: AtChristsTable@gmail.com
35
I hope I have succeeded in avoiding being "labeled" – be it "house church", or "simple church", or "organic
church", et. al. And I certainly would not want to be labeled "elusive church"! Like everyone else, I too look for
a "label" just for the sake of communication of ideas. But we live in the unfortunate time when the
17
31
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hundreds of churches on four continents. As a writer, I've authored many publications which are
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mentoring, and administrating an international partnership of church leaders.

postmodernism and deconstructionism of secularists have made words – terms and labels – close to
meaningless. But worse, Christians glibly pouting labels as want-to-be proponents of certain concepts have
made most labels detestable. For example, even though I am, I can no longer call myself an "evangelical".
Likewise, while "organic church", intrinsically, is a wonderful term, I cannot wear it as a label. As Shakespeare
said: "What's in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet."
18
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